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A Shot At Freedom: The Story Of Lance Sessoms 
By Rosemary Misdary 
When Lance Sessoms was a youngster, his father worked as a cook at the Brooklyn House of 
Detention, the soaring city jail on Atlantic Avenue. He’d ride with his dad when he went to pick 
up his paycheck, recalled Sessoms. “He would leave me in the car, and say, ‘Don’t you ever let 
me catch you inside this place.’” 
 
There seemed little reason to worry, and it was a shared joke between them. Sessoms was happy 
being his father’s sidekick, his favorite older brother’s shadow and his mother’s kitchen helper. 
His dream was to become a men's clothing designer. When he won admission into a competitive 
high school, Fashion Industries, he believed he was on his way. 
 
But tragedy altered his course. His father walked out on the family and started a new family with 
their next door neighbor. Battling untreated mental illness, the brother he adored jumped to his 
death from the roof of their Brooklyn building. Sessoms dropped out of school. On the streets, it 
was now those boasting stacks of cash and guns that impressed him most. At 16, he was in prison 
for armed robbery, the first of three convictions. His father was heart-broken and refused to see 
him. 
 
“I would tell my 15-year-old self that’s not living it up. Those guys are dead or in prison,” said 
Sessoms, now 32 years into his 75-year sentence. “Punking out is giving in to what other people 
want that you don’t want for yourself. I would tell myself no matter how bad you feel, or lonely, 
or how much you want to belong that’s not the answer. Be stronger, Lance.” 
 
When Sessoms got out at 18, he struggled to get on his feet again. With a prison record, but 
without a high school diploma or GED, Sessoms thought his best chances were in joining the 
Marines. After a long back-and-forth, the Marines rejected him because of his prior conviction. 
He bounced from job to job without any skills. Less than one year later he was back in prison 
again for armed robbery. 
 
In 1988, at age 22, the path he’d chosen turned deadly. He found himself forcing his way into an 
Albany brick row house on a quiet tree-lined street with five men he hardly knew. Sessoms held a 
9mm machine gun on two drug dealers he was helping to rob. When they vowed retaliation, he 
shot and killed them. 
 
More than three decades later, it is a scene he relives with horror and regret. At 54, serving a 
sentence of 75 to life behind the walls of Sing Sing Correctional Facility, he knows he has turned 
his own life around. He has a degree in psychology, a stack of certificates from self-improvement 
programs he has completed, and the love of a wife, three children and seven grandkids. Most 
rewardingly, he has become an effective mentor to those who remind him of his younger self, 
encouraging them to pursue their own degrees and stay out of trouble. 
 
“I tell the men, ‘Don’t mess with the guards. They didn’t put you in here,’” Sessoms says. “’You 
put yourself in here.’” 
 
For men like Ronald Jarvis, who was serving his own sentence for murder, Sessoms’ nagging 
encouragement became a life preserver. “He always made me feel like I could do it,” said Jarvis 
who won release thanks to the appeal he filed at Sessoms’ urging. 
 
“I never had a dad, so Lance is my pops,” said Jarvis who has been free for five years. “I asked 
Lance what do I need a college degree in prison for? He told me I needed to prepare to get out. 
That I had to come out better.” 
 
Now, Jarvis is off parole after five years of good behavior, and credits it to Sessoms. 
 
Sessoms’ family helps him in his mentoring. His wife Didi once traveled every other week eight 
hours each way by bus from Brooklyn with three small children in tow to see their father 
incarcerated in Green Haven. Didi now transports children to be reunited with their incarcerated 
fathers by driving them to visiting hours. Sessoms’ own children have helped resettle some of his 
mentees who have since regained their freedom. Jean Pierre-Louis, who served time for murder, 
said Sessoms’ daughters have driven him to interviews and lent him money. 
 
During his incarceration at Green Haven in Dutchess county, Sessoms started a therapy group for 
men who wanted to become better at being fathers while they were incarcerated. Pierre-Louis said 
he had no idea how to be a father to his then-teenage daughter. He didn’t even know his own 
father. 
 
“I tell the guys, when they get upset and frustrated about something that’s going on at home, 
there’s nothing you can do from inside this prison,” says Sessoms. “The best thing you can do is 
be a good listener and stay out of trouble. You’re only hurting your family when they take away 
your phone, mail and visiting privileges.” 
 
Sessoms is a great listener by all accounts. His daughters always try to get a hold of him first 
when they have a problem. His daughter, Lynette Sessoms, who was born just before he was 
incarcerated, sought out her father at 15 when she found out she was pregnant. 
 
“I was scared to death to tell him. I didn’t know my mom told him already,” recalls Lynette 
Sessoms. “But he was patient, and he didn’t judge me. He told me it was his fault because I didn’t 
have a father around.” 
 
Sessoms has a keen interest in psychology. After successfully pursuing a degree in it, he finished 
every psychiatry certificate offered by the prison. Then, he went to work as a volunteer in the 
prison psych ward. He goes above his volunteer duty of merely assisting with unruly patients. He 
forged personal relationships with these men. He assisted them in bathing, dressing and eating. 
 
“The hard part is making sure to reach the ones that are on the fringe, separate from everyone,” 
says Sessoms of his approach towards his mental health work. “You have to make sure they have 
human contact. I go up to every cell, and I speak to each one.” 
 
He is inspired to do this work in memory of his beloved older brother who he lost long ago to 
suicide. This is work he wants to continue outside of prison, if given the chance. 
 
But Sessoms knows there is no reprieve for those he killed. “On days when I am lonely and I miss 
my family, when my limp is heavier, I think of George and William Mosley,” he says of his 
victims. “Their families can’t even come and visit them. I’m the lucky one and I’m locked up.” 
 
Under his sentence, he would be 97 years old before becoming eligible for parole. Clemency is 
likely his only chance to avoid dying behind bars. “I’m different from 22 years old,” says 
Sessoms. “I am trying to be consistent with my actions and my words.” 
 
